- -

nprepared

Children with
Executive Functioning

Joyce Cooper-Kahn, Ph.D. & Laurie Dietzel, Ph.D.




EEEEEEEEEEE—————— ]

10 | What Is Executive Functioning?

A Formal Definition of Executive
Functioning

ow (drum roll please), here is a formal definition of executive
functioning:

The executive functions are a set of processes that all have to do
with managing oneself and one’s resources in order to achieve
a goal. It is an umbrella term for the neurologically-based skills
involving mental control and self-regulation.

What mental control skills are covered under this umbrella? Differ-
entresearchers and practitioners have their own favorite lists, although
the overall concept is basically the same. We use the list proposed by
Drs. Gerard A. Gioia, Peter K. Isquith, Steven C. Guy, and Lauren Ken-
worthy. These psychologists developed their understanding of executive
functions through sound research and created a rating scale that helps
parents, teachers, and professionals understand a particular child and
think more specifically about how to help. More on this is discussed
later in this chapter.

Before looking at the list of specific characteristics encompassed
by the broad category of executive functions, we'd like to provide an
example that makes the concepts more concrete.

Understanding Executive Functions by
Looking at Life without Them

Thinking about what life is like for someone with weak executive
functioning gives us a better understanding of the way these
core skills affect our ability to manage life tasks. In the interest of mak-
ing the concepts immediately relevant and meaningful, our example
focuses on an adult, since we assume that most people reading this book
are adults, too. Throughout the rest of the book we’ve included mostly
examples of executive functioning in younger people.

The Road Trip without a Map

We'd like to tell you a story about our friend, Robin, who lives life
without the benefit of strong executive functioning. Robin is a composite
of many individuals we have known, and she struggles with weaknesses in
executive skills, despite her well-intentioned efforts to reform herself.
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One day in May, Robin gets a phone call from her Aunt Sue in Mer-
ryville, Missouri. Aunt Sue is planning a family reunion in July, and she
wants to know if Robin and her family can come. All of the extended
family will be there. The little town will be overrun with relatives and it
is going to be a great corralling of the family from all across the United
States. Robin is excited at the prospect and eagerly says, “Of course we’ll
be there! We wouldn’t miss it!”

Aunt Sue gives Robin all the particulars, including the dates of
the reunion and places to stay. Robin rummages around in the kitchen
junk drawer for a pencil while her aunt talks, but she never does find
one with a point on it. She promises to herself to find a pencil and write
down all the details just as soon as she gets off the phone. But by the
time she hangs up, she can’t remember the specifics. She makes a mental
note to call back soon to get the dates.

That evening, Robin excitedly tells her husband and two children
about the reunion. Her husband asks when it will take place. “Some time
in July. I don’t remember exactly.” He says, “Well, please find out this
week because I have to request vacation time at work.” Their fifteen-
year-old son exclaims, “Hey, I thought July was when I was supposed to
go to Band Camp!” “Didn’t you remember?” Robin’s daughter practically
shouts, “I'm going to Ocean City with Julie and her family sometime
in July.” Robin blows up at them all, yelling, “Why are you all being so
negative? This is supposed to be fun!”

About once a week, Robin’s husband reminds her to get the in-
formation about the reunion. She promises to do so. (And she really
means to get around to it!) Finally, in June, Robin’s husband gets very
annoyed and says, “Do it now! I'm going to stay right here in the kitchen
until you call!” Robin makes the call and gets the dates as well as the
other particulars. Her husband harrumphs around the house the rest
of the evening because now he has only three weeks left before the
requested time-off. Luck is on their side, though, because he manages
to arrange the vacation around work, and the reunion dates do not
conflict with the kids’ activities.

Over the next three weeks, thoughts about the trip float
through Robin’s head from time to time. She thinks about how the
kids will need to have things to do in the car since it’s a long trip.
She thinks about taking food and snacks for the ride. She thinks
about getting her work at the office cleared up in advance so she
can be free of commitments for the vacation. She thinks, “I really
should take care of that stuff.”
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A few days before it is time to leave for the two-day drive to Mis-
souri, she starts piling stuff into the van, including clothes and other sup-
plies. (You can only imagine what the inside of this van looks like!)

Finally, it’s time to pile the people into the van, too. On the way out
of the house, one of the kids asks, “Who will be taking care of the cats
while we’re gone?” Robin moans, “Oh no! I forgot about that. We can’t
justleave them here to die and there’s no one to take care of them! Now
we can't go. What will we tell Aunt Sue?” Her husband takes over, and
starts calling around the neighborhood until he finds a teenager who
can do the pet sitting. The crisis passes. The cats will be fine.

So, they're off. Robin’s husband drives the first shift. He pulls out of
the neighborhood, gets onto the main highway, and then asks, “So, what’s
the game plan? What’s the route?” Robin answers, “Missouri is west, so [
know we have to go west.” He looks at Robin incredulously and says, “You
don’t know any more details than that? Well, get out the map. We can’t
just head west with no more information that that!” And, of course, Robin
says, “What map? I don’t have a map.” Robin’s husband sighs and shakes
his head. “Oh no! Another road trip without a map! Why didn’t you tell
me you were having trouble getting it all organized? I could have helped.”
Robin replied, “I didn’t have any trouble. Everything is fine. We’re in the
car, aren’t we? We’ll get there. What are you so upset about?”

Do you think Robin had made reservations for where to stay along
the way? Do you think she had planned out how much cash they would
need for the trip or made it to the bank ahead of time? These and many
other details, of course, had escaped planning.

A List of Executive Functions

ith this example as a base, let’s turn back to the question of

what specific abilities are covered under the umbrella term
of executive functioning. Below is the list of executive functions from
Dr. Gioia and his colleagues. We've included a specific illustration of
each executive function from our case study of Robin in parentheses
after each definition.

1. Inhibition—The ability to stop one’s own behavior at the ap-
propriate time, including stopping actions and thoughts. The
flip side of inhibition is impulsivity; if you have weak ability to
stop yourself from acting on your impulses, then you are “im-
pulsive.” (When Aunt Sue called, it would have made sense to
tell her, “Let me check the calendar first. It sounds great, but




